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Tips and Tools: What Mark Lawless taught me 


I've been doing family research since the 1980s, but I've only been doing what | 
consider creditable family research since the mid-2000s. Before then, compared to the 
robust family tree | aspired to, mine looked pretty sickly and spindly: 


My dream My reality 
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This was the inevitable result of the single-minded focus I'd given to my direct line and 
to the low-hanging fruit of records easily found at Ancestry.com. And it all changed 
when | met Mark Lawless (paradoxically, Mark is a lawyer). 


We met on an online message board for Heath researchers. As we compared notes to 
see whether our Heath lines in Georgia connected, | confessed that | had very little on 
my Heath ancestors — a smattering of information on my grandmother's parents, a 
couple of her siblings and her Heath grandfather. | readily agreed to send him a 
GEDCOM file with my data, AKA the spindly tree; in less than a week he returned it 
already looking a /ot more like the tree of my ambitions. 


It's amusing now to remember how wowed | was by what Mark had accomplished. But 
he had no magical powers or special access to hidden troves of information; he simply 
expanded the scope of what he was looking for and where he was looking for it. Using 
less obvious but readily available resources — public records indexes, the Social 
Security Death Index, obituaries — he filled in the details on siblings, their spouses and 
their children including birth and death dates and the residences of surviving relatives 
as reported in obituaries. | now routinely include the latter in my data and in my tree: 
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1947 1940 


68 Residence ay Residence 
Feb 1947 e Oklahoma City, Okla- 1 Apr 1940 e Peabody, Marion, Kan- 
homa, Oklahoma, USA sas, USA 


Residence at the time of her brother 
Alonzo's death, according to his 
obituary, as "Mrs. Mancy Dupey." 


Marital Status: Widowed; Relation to 
Head of House: Head 


1 Source 


1948 
. 1947 P 
a! Residence Residence 


j 74 
a ge City, Oklahoma, Feb 1947 e Topeka, Shawnee, Kan- 
al sas, USA 


1948 city directory: Dupuy Robt C Where she was living when her 


(Samantha P) h 2618 SW 32nd brother Alonzo died, according to his 
1 Source obituary; as Mrs. Alma Hughes. 


And | was a bit abashed to realize that Mark, who had only begun doing family research 
a few years before, immediately grasped a concept that had thus far eluded me: the 
more details you fill in about an ancestor, the more grounded are the questions that lead 
you to the next step and fuel the momentum for the next step after that. 


lam also much more careful about clearly stating where my information came from 
when no "official" record can be found, as with these entries for Noah Griffin Heath: 


Birth 
29 Jan 1853 e Wilkinson County, 
Georgia, USA 


Middle name possibly in honor of fa- 
ther's half-brother, Moses Griffin 
Heath; confirmed by 1877 tax list. 
DOB from Elizabeth, w/o Noah's son 
Hezekiah. POB from son George's 
death certificate; Noah's parents 
were in Wilkinson for 1850 census. 


8 sources 


Death 
2 Aug 1929 e Wayne County, Geor- 
gia, USA 


DOD from Elizabeth, w/o Noah's son 
Hezekiah. No death certificate was 
filed per correspondence with state 
vital records in Nov 1985. Grave- 
marker has only birth and death 
years. 


2 Sources 
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